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Calculating Edmonton’s Living Wage 
Edmonton’s living wage for 2017 is $16.31/hour. This 
represents the wage that two adults, each working full 
time, in a family of four requires to live in economic 
stability and to maintain a modest standard of living. 
The living wage amount allows a family to afford ba-
sic necessities, to avoid financial stress, to encourage 
healthy child development and to fully participate in 
their communities (Canadian Living Wage Framework, 
2015).

The living wage for 2017 is $0.38 less than the 2016 
amount of $16.69/hour and $1.05 less than the 2015 
amount of $17.36/hour. This difference is mainly due 
to the Canada Child Benefit (CCB) being in place for a 
full year and the enhanced Alberta Family Employment 
Tax Credit (AFETC). Both the income threshold and 
benefit amounts of the AFETC were increased and in-
dexed to inflation in the 2017 provincial budget. Unlike 
the AFETC, the CCB is not scheduled to be indexed to 
inflation until 2020 (Edmonton Social Planning Council, 
2017).

Why the Wage Decreased   
Government transfers available to families have im-
proved, transferring more money into the pockets of 
families and lowering the wage needed to provide for 
themselves in the City of Edmonton. As of 2017, under 
the AFETC, benefits begin to be phased out at $41,786 
of net family income, an increase from $41,250 the 
previous year. In 2017, Edmontonians will receive a 
full twelve months of the further enhanced and im-
proved AFETC. These new enhancements to the ben-
efit amounts and income thresholds were introduced 
with the 2017 Alberta budget and will begin in July 
2017. From January to June 2017, Edmontonians will 
receive benefits based on the same income threshold 
and benefit amounts as they did from July to Decem-
ber in the 2016 living wage calculation (Edmonton So-
cial Planning Council, 2017). 

Under the Canada Child Benefit (CCB), families with 
children under 17 now receive a maximum yearly bene-
fit of $6,400/child for children under 6 and $5,400/child 
for children ages 6 to 17. As of 2017, families receive 
a full year of this benefit, as opposed to six months in 
the previous living wage calculation (Edmonton Social 
Planning Council, 2017a). 

In addition, with a total income of $60,060, our family 
of four is eligible for the full carbon levy rebate, im-
plemented by the Alberta government under the Car-
bon Leadership Plan, which began in January 2017. 

The provincial carbon levy was created as a financial 
incentive for families and individuals to lower their 
emissions. Despite having to pay extra costs for gas 
and home heating, the carbon levy rebate provides a 
small additional benefit for our family of four, contrib-
uting to a slightly lower living wage amount for 2017 
(Government of Alberta, 2017b). 

Improved child and family benefits put more money 
into the pockets of low and modest income Edmonto-
nians. Improved benefits also leads to a lower living 
wage needed for a family of four in Edmonton to afford 
basic necessities, to experience financial security and 
to fully participate in their communities. 

With the increased child benefits now fully implement-
ed, Edmonton’s living wage is unlikely to decrease be-
yond 2017. In fact, with the CCB not being indexed to 
inflation until 2020 and rising living costs, the living 
wage may begin to increase in 2018 and beyond. 

Difference Between Minimum Wage and 
Living Wage 
Many Canadian municipalities are working towards 
implementing living wage policies. The living wage dif-
fers greatly from the minimum wage, which is defined 
as the lowest wage that the provincial government 
requires employers to pay all workers. In contrast, a 
living wage represents the wage required for an indi-
vidual to fully participate in their community, to expe-
rience financial security and to provide for themselves 
and their families (Canadian Living Wage Framework, 
2015). 

What is Included
The living wage is calculated at an hourly rate and 
represents the wage that a family of four requires to 
provide for themselves after government transfers 
have been applied and provincial and federal taxes 
deducted. The living wage allows families to avoid se-
vere financial stress and gives families a basic level of 
economic security (Canadian Living Wage Framework, 
2015). The living wage concept is about employers pay-
ing permanent and contract workers the wage that is 
required to adequately provide for themselves and to 
fully participate in a specific community (Living Wage 
Canada, 2013). 

The Canadian Living Wage Framework outlines a calcu-
lation methodology based on the following scenario: 
a healthy family of four with two children; one child in 
full-time daycare and one in before-and-afterschool 
care; full-time hours of work for both parents; one par-
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ent taking courses at a local college; inclusion of the 
costs of living such as transportation, rental housing, 
clothing and food; deduction of federal and provincial 
taxes and inclusion of tax credits and government ben-
efits. For the purposes of this report, the Edmonton 
Social Planning Council (ESPC) has chosen to base our 
work on children ages 3 and 7 (Canadian Living Wage 
Framework, 2015).

What is Excluded
While the above methodology accounts for a range of 
costs, the living wage calculation allows only a modest 
standard of living. It does not take into account the fol-
lowing expenses: credit card, loan or other debt pay-
ments; retirement savings; owning a home; savings for 
children’s post-secondary education; expenses beyond 
basic holidays and entertainment; caring for a sick or 
disabled family member and emergency savings be-
yond a small cushion (Canadian Living Wage Frame-
work, 2015). 

This methodology accounts for changes in the market 
and to government policies and benefits that may im-
pact a person’s income. It also recognizes that it is not 
solely the responsibility of employers to ensure the 
wellbeing of citizens and that governments and com-
munities should play an active role (Canadian Living 
Wage Framework, 2015). 

Campaigning for a Living Wage

Since the launch of the British Columbia Living 
Wage for Families Campaign in 2008, living wage 
movements are emerging across the country. 
While the participants in these campaigns vary, 
they often include representatives from organized 
labour, faith-based groups, non-profit organiza-
tions and employers. Women, immigrants and 
racialized populations often take leadership roles 
as they are disproportionately represented in low-
wage work (Evans and Fanelli, 2016). 

Benefits to Implementing a Living Wage 
Implementing a living wage has social and eco-
nomic benefits that extend to individuals, fami-
lies, communities and workplaces. These benefits 
show that the living wage concept is focused on 
ensuring that families and individuals can provide 
for themselves, can be productive workers and 
can participate in their communities (Saulnier, 
Johnson and Johnston, 2016).

Below is a summary table outlining the benefits of 
implementing a living wage.
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The Case for a Living Wage in Edmonton 

Minimum Wage in Alberta  
On October 1, 2016, the Alberta government increased 
the minimum wage from $11.20/hour ($10.70 per hour 
for liquor servers) to $12.20/hour for all workers, in-
cluding liquor servers. On October 1, 2017, the mini-
mum wage will increase to $13.60/hour and by Oc-
tober 1, 2018 it will be $15/hour. The wage increase 
scheduled for October 1, 2018 will bring the provincial 
minimum wage closer to but still below Edmonton’s 
2017 municipal living wage of $16.31/hour (Govern-
ment of Alberta, 2016).
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Average Wages in Alberta 
Accommodation and food services is one of the lowest 
paid sectors in the province. In 2000, the average hour-
ly wage for those in this sector was $9.34 and by 2016, 
the hourly wage increased to $15.65. Higher paid oc-
cupations experienced significant increases in average 
hourly wages. The average hourly wage for the utilities 
sector, for example, was $23.84 in 2000 and $42.37 in 
2016. Sectors including forestry, fishing, mining, quar-
rying and oil and gas have a significantly higher aver-
age hourly wage at $42.80, close to the average wage 
in the utilities sector at $42.37/hour (Statistics Canada, 
2017c). Despite all income groups making significant 
wage gains over time, low-income workers continue 
to have substantially less money in their pockets than 
those in high income groups. 
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Low-Wage Workers  
In 2016, 75.2% of jobs in the Edmonton Census Metro-
politan Area (CMA) were in the services sector, a sec-
tor in which most jobs generally pay low wages, do not 
provide benefits and have little or no opportunities for 
advancement. In 2016, the retail and wholesale trade 
sectors had 111,000 employees and the accommoda-
tion and food services sector employed 46,600 Edmon-
tonians (Kolkman, 2017).

Low-wage workers are defined as earning $15/hour or 
less. A custom tabulation ordered by Public Interest 
Alberta (PIA) from Statistics Canada found the follow-
ing: 118,800 of 668,300 employed in Edmonton CMA 
receive $15/hour or less (17.8%); 53,000 earn minimum 
wage or less (7.9%); 73,700 low-wage workers in Ed-
monton CMA are women (62.0%) and 35,000 workers 
earning the minimum wage or less are women (66.0%) 
(Kolkman, 2017).
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In Alberta, approximately one in five people work in 
jobs that pay less than $15/hour. While it is assumed 
that most low-wage workers are teenagers or young 
adults living with their parents, a demographic inves-
tigation shows the inaccuracy of this perception (Shar-
ifi, 2016). In Alberta, 24% of workers making less than 
$15/hour are between the ages of 15 and 29. According 
to PIA, 77% of low-wage workers are 20 and older and 
over 22% are 45 and older. Joel French, Executive Di-
rector of PIA, explains how these statistics contradict 
the popular view of low-wage workers, “the image of a 
teenager living in their parents’ basement and working 
just to earn extra spending money is not the reality for 
most low-wage workers” (CBC News, 2016, September 
1). 
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Income Inequality in Edmonton CMA    
Over the past three decades, income inequality in Ed-
monton has increased, with most of the real income 
gains (after adjusting for inflation) going to the top 1% 
of taxfilers. 

The chart below shows that the top 1% of taxfilers 
saw a 54.4% increase in their real after-tax incomes 
compared to only a 9.9% gain for the bottom 99% of 
taxfilers over the period of 1982 to 2014. Even more 
dramatically, the top 0.1% (one out of a thousand) of 
taxfilers saw a 147.4% increase in their real incomes 
compared to only a 4.7% increase in the real incomes 
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of the bottom 50% of taxfilers (Kolkman, 2017).

Despite all income groups experiencing significant in-
creases in their median after-tax incomes over time, 
it is clear that income gains in Edmonton CMA are 
concentrated among the top 1% of taxfilers. Edmon-
tonians in lower income groups still have significantly 
less money in their pockets than those in the higher 
income groups (Statistics Canada, 2016e).

Real Median After-Tax Income Growth (Edmonton CMA) 1982 to 2014
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The methodology used is based on the framework pro-
vided by the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives 
(CCPA) called the Canadian Living Wage Framework. 
The framework provides a definition of the living wage 
concept, a description of the benefits of implementing 
a living wage and what is included and excluded from 
the calculation (Canadian Living Wage Framework, 
2015). 

The report utilizes the calculation guide created by the 
CCPA to complement the 2017 living wage calculation 
for Metro Vancouver. The calculation guide includes 
a spreadsheet that automatically calculates the living 
wage amount after local family expenses, deductions, 
tax credits and government transfers have been en-
tered into the spreadsheet.  Family living expenses 
were calculated for Edmonton through Statistics Can-
ada data and independent research about the cost of 
food, internet, television and phone services and child-

Methodology
care (Ivonova and Reano, 2017). 

Using a consistent methodology across municipalities 
and provinces means that the calculations include the 
same expenses, tax deductions and government trans-
fers and that the calculations are comparable across 
different regions. It also enables calculations to reflect 
local conditions and costs of living. 

Employer Benefits 
The living wage rate presented does not take into ac-
count benefits provided by employers. If employers 
provide benefits to cover extended health and dental 
costs, the hourly wage required to adequately com-
pensate workers would decrease. The living wage rate 
in 2017 if the employer contributes 50% to the fami-
ly’s health and dental plan is $15.71/hour. This rate is 
$0.60 less than the living wage rate with no employer 
benefits. 

Formula 

The final living wage rate is based on the following formula:

Family Characteristics
The following assumptions are made in calculating the living wage: 

Table 1: Family Characteristics and Assumptions in the Living Wage 2017 Calculation
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Expenses
The following expenses are calculated in the living wage: 

Table 2: Calculating Each of the Family Expenses
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Government Transfers 
The following government transfers are calculated in the living wage: 

Table 3: Calculating Government Transfers
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Government Deductions and Taxes 
The following government deductions and taxes are calculated in the living wage: 

Table 4: Government Deductions and Taxes
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Final Calculation
The final living wage calculation for 2017 is as follows: 

Table 5: Family Income less Government Deductions and Taxes Plus Government Transfers
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Conclusion

This is the third year the ESPC has calculated a living 
wage for Edmonton. In 2017, the living wage for Ed-
monton is $16.31/hour, down from $16.69/hour in 
2016. A full year of the CCB in addition to the further 
enhanced AFETC transfers more money into the pock-
ets of our family of four, contributing to a slightly lower 
living wage amount. The ESPC hopes to use the living 
wage calculation as an educational tool in Edmonton to 
create an accurate picture of the wage needed to fully 
participate in society and to raise awareness of the true 
cost of living in the city.

Successful living wage campaigns in Alberta have been 
initiated through widespread community coalitions 
and connections. The living wage concept in Calgary, 
for example, became prominent after a meeting with a 
network of community organizations such as the Alber-
ta Federation of Labour, Calgary Region Health, the Cal-
gary Chamber of Volunteer Organizations and the No 
Sweat Coalition. The campaign in Calgary was launched 
using a multifaceted approach engaging a variety of di-
verse sectors such as: the municipal government; the 
private sector; nonprofit organizations and quasigov-
ernmental organizations such as health, education and 
post-secondary institutions (Evans, 2017). 

With its social policy analysis and research focus, the 
ESPC hopes to follow the guidelines set by successful 
campaigns in the province, to form connections with di-
verse organizations working to advance the living wage 
movement, to help initiate a living wage campaign and 
to educate employers, business owners and the gen-
eral public on the many benefits of paying workers a 
living wage (Evans, 2017). 

The City of Edmonton has shown support for imple-
menting a living wage. In December 2016, Edmonton 
City Council voted to invest in the EndPovertyEdmon-
ton (EPE) Road Map, an action plan to end poverty in 
the city led by the City of Edmonton and community 
members. The EPE Strategy was released in December 
2015 and outlines the context of poverty in Edmonton 
and the broad strategy and future steps of the move-
ment. The road map was created to complement the 
strategy and guide the actions of EPE (EndPovertyEd-
monton, 2015). 

The EPE road map is organized by five main goals with a 
variety of action items under each. The goals that make 
up the focus of the road map are: moving towards true 
reconciliation; justice for all; moving people out of pov-
erty; investing in a poverty free future and changing the 

conversation to build a movement to end poverty (End-
PovertyEdmonton, 2017). 

Under the goal of moving people out of poverty, EPE 
outlines the action item to “draft a living wage policy for 
all City of Edmonton staff and contracted staff to be ap-
proved by City Council” (EndPovertyEdmonton, 2017). 
The ESPC hopes to leverage this commitment made 
by the city to assist in increasing the awareness of the 
living wage concept among labour unions, nonprofit 
organizations and the general public. The commitment 
made by the city to the wellbeing of its permanent and 
contracted staff is appreciated and commendable.
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About the Edmonton Social Planning Council

The Edmonton Social Planning Council is an independent, non-profit, non-partisan social research organiza-
tion, with registered charitable status. Our focus is social research, particularly in the areas of low income and 
poverty. ESPC is a source of knowledge and expertise on social issues within our community.

We are dedicated to encouraging the adoption of equitable social policy, supporting the work of other organi-
zations who are striving to improve the lives of Edmontonians, and educating the public regarding the social 
issues that impact them on a daily basis.

Our Vision
A community in which all people are full  and valued participants. 

Our Mission
Through rigorous research, detailed  analysis, and community engagement, we  deepen community under-
standing of social planning issues, influence policy, and  spark collaborative actions that lead to positive social 
change.

Connect with us on social media!
@edmontonspc

Edmonton Social Planning Council 
Suite 37, 9912 - 106 Street NW 
Edmonton, AB T5K 1C5

T: 780.423.2031 
F: 780.425.6244 
E: info@edmontonsocialplanning.ca
W: edmontonsocialplanning.ca
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